Papa and Branwell are gone for the newspaper, the Leeds Intelligencer, a most excellent Tory newspaper, edited by Mr. Wood, and the proprietor, Mr. Henneman. We take two and see three newspapers a week. We take the Leeds Intelligencer, Tory, and the Leeds Mercury, Whig … .
Charlotte Brontë, The Shakespeare Head Brontë, p. 1
The reading of Charlotte Brontë's novels, particularly Villette, as being essentially anti-Catholic has become almost routine among her critics.
1
Lisa Wang refers to the fact that the use of Catholic religious discourse in the Brontës' writings is isolated to Charlotte Brontë's novels where it is undertaken from a Protestant perspective. 2 It is widely accepted that Charlotte Brontë's perception of Catholicism was nourished by the cultural climate of the time and in particular the response to 'papal aggression' during the early 1850s. In her early works, the Juvenilia, there is mention of Catholicism. For example, in The Tales of the Islanders there is reference to Catholic Emancipation. Brontë has a traveller recounting how he found Roman Catholicism in Southern Ireland to be wicked and associated with necromancy. Given the Brontë's Protestant, Irish background it is not surprising that the young Charlotte should hold certain views about Catholicism but as Christine Alexander has noted in her book on Charlotte Brontë's early writing, it would be wrong to exaggerate the importance of the Juvenilia to her later work. 'As Charlotte grew older and saw more of life, especially during her years in Brussels, her new fund of experience would replace the Angrian plot.' St Saviours in Leeds was highlighted as a centre for the shift towards Catholicism in the Protestant church. 4 It is the aim of this book to explore how cultural meanings around anti-Catholicism were formed and disseminated in the nineteenth century and how they were reproduced in the novels of Charlotte Brontë. By focusing on specific narratives from both fictional and nonfictional publications it is possible to explore the representations of Catholicism that were current around the period that Charlotte Brontë was writing her novels. As it is known that the Brontës took the Leeds Intelligencer and the Leeds Mercury, 5 I have scrutinised copies for the years 1848-52 for their reporting on matters relating to Roman Catholicism.
During 1848 the Leeds Intelligencer and Mercury contained a certain amount of reporting on Catholicism. Much of this concerns reports about Ireland and news from Continental Europe but anti-Catholic rhetoric is absent from the stories. It is evident however, that the papers believed Romanism to be making inroads into Protestant Yorkshire. The opening of a new Roman Catholic chapel near Tadcaster by Cardinal Wiseman is recorded 6 as is the imminent arrival of a party of Jesuits, expelled from Italy, who will take up residence in Ugborough House, a 'splendid mansion' which is the property of Lord Clifford.
7 It is mentioned that Lord Clifford is a 'zealous Roman Catholic', a reminder to the reader that the old Catholic aristocracy is still a presence in the area. Later on in the year, a rather strange little story is reported in both the Intelligencer and the Mercury, concerning a Roman Catholic priest who followed a married lady home and loitered outside her house. The next day he turned up again, walked into her house and tried to molest her. The priest was fined for breach of the peace. 8 In the Mercury, the story is titled: Alleged outrage by a Catholic priest in Halifax 9 underlining the sexual danger posed by this lurking Roman cleric.
By 1849, there is a noticeable shift in emphasis against the Catholic Church in both papers. Comments derogatory to the civilisation of Catholic countries and even anti-Catholic poems appear. 10 There is a story concerning a Catholic man who had died from Asiatic flu but had been refused a Christian burial by his priest, Father Walsh. The consequence of Father Walsh's action resulted in the priest's effigy, fantastically dressed, being burned in the streets by the dead man's workmates.
11 Although the article is not directly anti-Catholic, criticism of the priest and his doctrines is implied and the reaction of the crowd sustains this impression. By August 1849, there is notice of a British Reform Society Lecture on auricular confession by the Rev. R.P. Blakeny, to be
